Thurmond Institute Lectures
Personal Reflections on a
Career in Public Service
By
Nancy Harvey Steorts

THE

STROM THURMOND
INSTITUTE

JK693
• S74A3

\ 1989

0 !<lo'13

. 57(/ A3
!C/f;CJ

The Strom Thurmond Institute of Government and Public Affairs sponsors
research and public service programs to enhance civic awareness of public policy
issues and improve the quality of national, state, and local government. The Institute
is a privately funded, non-partisan, non-profit, true-exempt organization affiliated with
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Nancy Harvey Steorts

Nancy Harvey Steorts is President of Nancy Harvey Steorts and
Associates, Washington, D.C. and Nancy Harvey Steorts Interna
tional, Dallas, Texas. She was appointed Chairman of the U.S.
Consumer Product Safety Commission by President Ronald Reagan
in 1981. Prior to that she had served as a consultant to the Director of
the U.S. Office of Consumer Affairs at the White House and had
seived during the Nixon and Ford Administrations as Special Assis
tant for Consumer Affairs to the Secretary of Agriculture. After her
government positions, she seived as president of the prestigious
Dallas Citizens Council-an organization of Chief Executive Offi
cers.
Ms. Steorts has been widely recognized in business and govern
ment circles for her accomplishments. She was named as "One of the
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Best Public Servants of 1984" by the Gallagher Report and is the
recipient of the George P. Arents Medal for Excellence in Govern
ment, conferred by her alma mater, Syracuse University. She is listed
in Who's Who in America, Who's Who ofAmerican Women, Notable
Americans, Who's Who in Professional and Executive Women, and
The International Directory ofDistinguished Leadership.
Ms. Steorts has served on several corporate and community
boards, including the National Consumer Advisory Committee of the
Federal Reserve Board, the Advisory Council to the Board of Direc
tors of the Adolph Coors Company, the National Board of Directors
of the Council of Better Business Bureaus, Inc., Board of Advisers of
the College ofHuman Development at Syracuse University, Board of
Directors ofthe Women's Institute ofAmerican University, the Board
ofDirectors of the University ofTexas-Dallas Management School,
and the National Board of Directors of the Medical College of
Pennsylvania. She served on the U.S. Department of Commerce
"Export Now" National Advisory Committee and the U.S. Depart
ment of Commerce Export Council-Texas and Washington, D.C.
Metropolitan Area. She is also an author and a syndicated journalist,
with her own consumer forecast program broadcast nationally.
Nancy Steorts is a frequent speaker at colleges and universities in
the United States and abroad and has traveled extensively in the role
of consumer affairs expert. She initiated and implemented a minority
economic development program with Business in the Community,
headed by the Prince of Wales, and she has been a member of
numerous U.S. trade missions abroad, including several missions to
the Soviet Union. In 1986, she was international Delegate to the
NATO Conference in Mainz, Germany. She recently was chosen
official U.S. Representative to the Public Health, Medical Equipment
and Drugs Expo in Moscow and was one of the main speakers at the
U.S. symposium on health care.
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Preface
Nancy Steorts has had a long association with Senator Strom
Thurmond beginning during the 1970s when she served as special
assistant to the secretary of agriculture for consumer affairs. After a
successful career in retailing and real estate, Ms. Steorts began
working for the Department of Agriculture in 1968. She developed
new consumer affairs initiatives during a period of tumultuous con
sumer activism by bringing consumer advocates and industry leaders
together to work out solutions. Her success in this position made her
a logical candidate for nomination as chairman of the Consumer
Product Safety Commission in 1981. During her four years as
chairman, she again sought the advice and counsel of Senator Thur
mond.
Through his staff, she learned of Clemson University's project to
develop a public service institute named in his honor. She visited
Clemson and was impressed with the institute' s programs. At the time
of her resignation as chairman of the Consumer Product Safety
Commission in 1985, Ms. Steorts decided to transfer her papers to
Clemson University to make them available to researchers. Four
years later on April 22, 1989, Ms. Steorts participated as an honored
guest in the official dedication ofThe Strom Thurmond Institute. The
following autumn on October 19, President Max Lennon officially
accepted the donation of the Nancy Steorts papers for Clemson
University.
Clemson University gratefully accepts this important addition to
its research collections. Ms. Steorts presented the following remarks
at the luncheon where she donated her papers. The Strom Thurmond
Institute publishes this speech as one in a series related to issues of
public policy.
Joseph F. Boykin
Director of Libraries
Clemson University
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Thurmond Institute Lectures
Personal Reflections on a Career in Public Service
It is a great honor and pleasure to be here today. I am very proud
to have my papers included as part of the permanent collection of The
Strom Thurmond Institute of Government and Public Affairs. Be
cause of my personal regard, respect and admiration for Senator
Thurmond, it is particularly significant for me that my collection of
professional papers will reside here. He has been my friend and
political mentor over the past decade, and his encouragement, guid
ance and "quality leadership" have been an inspiration to me.
As I look back over the years, I recognize one primary thread,
interwoven throughout my personal life and my public service. It is
the old-fashioned incentive for quality. Starting with memories ofmy
father, who died when I was only eight, carried on by my mother, a
great lady in her own right, high value and priority were placed on
"quality," whether it was a purchase to be made, a service to be
accepted or a goal to be attained. This has stood me in good stead. It
continues to motivate me, to help me reach for greater challenges, and
has been a comfort when I have felt it essential not to compromise my
position.
If Senator Thurmond was an important male role model, the
female role model for me was most certainly my mother. Indeed she
was a 21st century woman in the 20th century Victorian surrounding
of Syracuse, New York, where I grew up. Located in the central part
of New York state, Syracuse was secure and lovely-a traditional,
family and university-oriented city. My mother was a musician, but,
when widowed at an early age, she became of necessity an entrepre
neur. She took over the reigns ofmy dad's publishing business as well
as continued her own professions oforganist, choir director and piano
teacher. She raised me and my younger brother with limited means
but with love and high educational and moral standards. I was raised
to do my best regardless of how large or small the task.
My mother set the standards. Our food was simple, basic, but very
nutritious. Our clothes were of the best quality but were meant to last
for many seasons. There was no waste, no conspicuous consumption,
and value, quality and high standards were set for every purchase
made or endeavor undertaken. Although Victorians at heart, both of
my parents were active participants in community life.
Looking back, I had the best of all possible worlds, and I think my
career has been an interesting reflection of this. I have always focused
on challenges as opportunities and maintained the values and stan
dards I learned as a child. During grade school, junior high and high
school, and while a student at Syracuse University, I excelled scholas
tically and in extracurricular activities. At Syracuse University, I
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majored in retailing at the College of Human Development. After
graduation, I started my retailing career in Washington working, I
might add, fora "quality" department store, WoodwardandLothrop's.
I expanded my horizons into real estate, utilities, public relations and
communications, and gradually gravitated toward public service.
I enjoyed "achieving" and wanted to help make the world a better
place in which to live. I have always felt it is important for an
individual's dreams, hopes and desires to be heeded and incorporated
into the mainstream of life. In a way, political campaigning, from
local to national elections, was a "natural calling;" it was personally
meaningful; I could literally "make a difference." In retrospect, I
think I helped make some very significant changes.
After working actively in the presidential campaign of 1972, I
decided that the most exciting opportunity for me in government
service was at the Department of Agriculture. As the first consumer
advisor to the Secretary of Agriculture, I became immersed in a new
focus that was challenging, somewhat ahead of its time, and from my
perspective, very critical to our national development and progress.
In retrospect, I now realize that my efforts opened many avenues for
the consumer.
The United States Department of Agriculture heretofore had
serviced agribusiness. The producers and manufacturers had been the
main initiators and implementors ofour country's agricultural policy.
The consumer had no part in the decision making! But at the time I
entered government service, food prices were beginning to increase.
This aroused some consumer advocates to create a boycott; a small
band ofhousewives in New York state, it can be said, "fired a shot that
reverberates still." At that time, more importantly, it attracted
national attention to their cause and to subsequent initiatives in this
area.
At USDA, my responsibility was to work personally with these
consumers. My philosophy was to encourage "our banding together"
in order to develop meaningful programs. Our policies needed to be
constructive and beneficial not only for the consumer but for the
industry and producer as well. The papers that I am presenting to The
Strom Thurmond Institute contain many of the initiatives I started. It
is interesting to reflect back on five major programs I started that are
still on the "front-burner'' today.
First was the development of better information programs con
cerning ingredients. This led to nutrition labeling as we know ittoday.
Second, we evolved a revision of beef grades. Third, we created
programs to utilize less salt and less sugar in fruits and vegetables.
Fourth, we implemented the inclusion ofconsumer representatives on
all panels and advisory boards. Fifth, I organized closer consumer
involvement with all agencies within the Department of Agriculture,
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including the Agricultural Research Service, Extension Service and
the Forest Service, where we worked with user groups of forest lands.
A sixth important initiative was encouraging greater USDA involve
ment with all the major agricultural trade associations. As a result, the
trade associations developed their own individual programs to work
with their customers-who are very important consumers. Another
"snowball effect" was the subsequent creation of an Office for
Consumer Affairs within the various trade associations themselves
and additional initiatives, such as more responsive complaint-han
dling systems.
Part of my collection of papers also documents two other pro
grams of which I am most proud. In 1973 and 1980 I felt it very
important to encourage the involvement of women at the highest
levels in the national political campaign. I inaugurated two leadership
projects to accomplish this. The first one, in 1972, was organizing a
Surrogate Speakers Bureau for Cabinet members' wives. This en
couraged these women to speak throughout the country on behalf of
reelecting the president. It was wonderful exposure for the women,
each of whom had excellent backgrounds and first-hand experience to
discuss the particular department her husband headed. It also pro
vided groups throughout our country with a personal glimpse of the
caliber of leadership we had as well as the important efforts and goals
of the presidential candidate.
In 1980 I reorganized this program to utilize Republican Senate
and Congressional wives in a similar type initiative. I think this group
of papers will be especially interesting for political historians as they
examine the speeches, profiles, programs and news clips of these
campaign events.
My emphasis upon quality standards and stronger partnerships
between consumer and industry made the chairmanship of the United
States Consumer Project Safety Commission a perfect goal. It also
mirrored President Reagan's and Vice President Bush's approach
toward private sector responsibility.
During my years as Chairman of the United States Consumer
Product Safety Commission, I witnessed and was instrumental in
dramatic changes in the commission's approach to protection of the
American consumer. In contrast to the previously adversarial often
hostile relationship with business and industry, the commission
became more positive and open, and a more constructive relationship
among the consumer, business and government evolved. It reflected
a new national attitude, a maturing of American consumerism and a
fresh willingness of American business to communicate and cooper
ate. The time was right, and under President Reagan's administration,
a "new spirit of partnership" was spawned. I am happy to say it
worked!
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I am also proud that my years at CPSC produced a general
"opening-up of the commission." During my chairmanship, the
commission held its first public meeting priority-setting, soliciting
the views of a wide range of consumer and industry representatives.
This input was invaluable to charting the future course ofthe commis
sion and setting the national agenda for consumer product safety. I
also insisted on direct unfiltered information, by meeting directly with
CEOs, not the legal officers of the industry. The improved commu
nication and understanding resulted in more efficient resolution of
problems. Another major change was in the commission's meeting
policy-issue discussions on a case-by-case basis. The commission
further inaugurated special meetings with consumers and industry to
encourage improved exchange of views and information.
During my chairmanship, we focused on several priority issues
that required major attention and resulted in much safer products for
the American consumer including:
Indoor Air Quality:
1. Urea formaldehyde foam insulation banned through a CPSC
vote.
2. Reduction of formaldehyde emissions from pressed wood
through use of another substance; ongoing study of new
problems of indoor pollution.
Child Safety:
Fast-food chain recall (in a matter of days) of 30 million toys
that posed a choking hazard after a consumer called CPSC.
2. Seventy-four percent reduction of childhood deaths from ac
cidental ingestion of aspirin (1982-1984) through safer pack
aging requirements.
3. New safety standards for toy chest lids to reduce injuries and
deaths.
4. New mandatory standards for mesh cribs and playpens, ex
pandable enclosures and bassinets.
5. Recall and replacement of up to 239,000 ladders on indoor
play gyms because of strangulation hazard.
1.
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Electrical Safety:
1. Changes in national electrical code to require more extensive
use of ground fault circuit interrupters to prevent shocks and
electrocutions in the home and to upgrade extension cords to
reduce fires from overload.
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2. New voluntary standards for safer electric blankets, with 100
percent compliance by the industry.
3. Upgraded standards for hair dryers to reduce the potential of
electrical shock.
Fire Safety:
1. More than two million smoke detectors placed in low-income
homes at no charge or at a discounted rate through CPSC
programs with 1,600 communities and 26 states.
2. Industry goal to have 80 percent ofupholstered furniture meet
new flame retardant standards by 1985.
Recreation and School Safety:
1. Development of a new standard for swimming pool and hot
tub drains to minimize body entrapment, hair entanglement
and drownings.
2. Investigation and implementation of a corrective action plan
for an amusement ride involved in fatal accident; shutdown of
two other rides of same type because of similar defects.
Home Tools:
1. Elimination (through a new standard) of 80 percent of the
26,000 annual injuries from chain saw kickback.Cooperation
of manufacturers indicated by the fact that four-fifths of
chain saws being sold were in compliance before standard
took effect in January 1985.
2. Mandatory standard for walk-behind lawn mowers requiring
a three-second stoppage of blades to reduce 77,000 injuries
each year.

Home Heating:
1. Mandatory labeling rule for wood-burning heating equipment
to reduce 130,000 fires each year caused by improper use,
installation and maintenance.
2. New standard requiring automatic shut-off device for gas
space heaters and water heaters to reduce the 300 annual
deaths from carbon monoxide and other dangerous combus
tion products.

8

3. Improvement of kerosene heaters through standard requiring
reduced carbon monoxide and nitrogen dioxide emissions.
The Older Consumer:
1. Development of home safety audit administered by trained
volunteer safety specialists; pilot tested in two communities;
launched in fiscal year 1985.
We worked with industry in the development of voluntary stan
dards recalling products from the marketplace, issuing packaging and
labeling requirements, issuing bans and creating mandatory stan
dards, and informing and educating consumers on the safe use of
products. I know that future generations will be able to gleam a great
deal of important facts from my papers during these years, as well as
a better understanding of these historical years of American transi
tion.
My years at CPSC reaffirmed my faith in the value and long-term
profitability of "quality" standards and "quality" service to the con
sumer. Excellent companies like Johnson and Johnson and
MacDonald's come readily to mind. It harbingered well for the
"quality-hungry" era in which we now live. One has only to pick up
a newspaper or magazine and the word "quality" is everywhere, from
advertising slogans to new awards and incentives to the actual
incorporation into the federal bureaucracy of the important Total
Quality Management and Budget. TMQ has already been imple
mented into 19 government agencies, with the approval and direction
of the Office of Management and Budget. At last, "quality" and
productivity now have parity in federal improvement efforts.
Indeed, as I forecast in a lecture at Syracuse University, "Superior
quality must be the number one priority for each American corpora
tion. We must stop confusing efficiency with effectiveness. Real
change means improved attention to product design as an integral
component of improving quality. It demands long-term, in-depth
commitment." Such a commitment, I am again pleased to say, is also
being reinforced by the federal government in such excellent initia
tives as The Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award.
Following my chairmanship at CPSC, I accepted a challenge from
concerned business leaders in Dallas. Under my presidency of the
Dallas Citizen's Council-an organization comprised of the chair
men of the boards of the major Dallas corporations--there was a
major management review and assessment of the council. Much
positive and important restructuring evolved. I personally talked to
over 150 public and private leaders to understand how they viewed the
Dallas business community and how they felt the business commu9

nity could be more effective as a group in their relationship with the
community. I also had in-depth conversations with members of the
council.
A number one priority was to open the council's lines of commu
nication. There was a need to broaden the base of outreach to women
and minorities because many people felt they were not involved in the
power structure of Dallas. There was also a need to communicate
more effectively the superb work that, in fact, had been done over the
years by the council; yet many people did not know about it. It was
time to erase the perception that this was a "secretive group," rather
than a proactive "issues-oriented" organization.
The Dallas business community is now sensitive to the need to be
involved in the governmental process as Dallas emerges a major
national and international city. The priorities that members of the
Dallas Citizens Council singled out to address in 1987 mirror the key
issues being addressed across our country and the world today. They
are economic development, education, government affairs, transpor
tation, arts, crime, health, housing, minority economic development,
roads and expressways, drug and alcohol abuse and low-income
housing. Acting on a special request from the mayor, we became
concerned with the issues of "privatisation" of services for the city
the operation of some services, such as trash collection, by private
contractors rather than city employees. The council also became
involved with child care and the "I Have a Dream Program." Appro
priate goals and strategic plans were developed for each new task
force created, which included the arts, health, government affairs,
mass transit and minority economic development. Finally, incorpo
rated into the council while I was president was the goal to visualize
and develop Dallas as a major international city.
Through this last initiative, I became very involved in many
international trade conferences, such as implementing a minority
economic development program with Business in the Community
headed by His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales; participating in
the Japan/fexas Trade Mission to Osaka and Tokyo in 1988; and
participating in the International Women's Forum Delegation to the
Soviet Union this past spring.
The past is indeed "a prologue." New exciting challenges lie
ahead. My own career will now focus on internationalization ofmany
of the initiatives I have already helped develop nationally-standards
that promote quality and economic development.
If I were to sum up my philosophy for success in public and
government affairs, I would say the key is having "quality standards,"
personally and professionally, and remaining contemporary. You
must be an active participant in the present world and the activities
surrounding you. I subscribe to the old adage you can't win, if you

don't play! And then, you must also keep a viable focus and vision
"just enough ahead of the times" so that you are ready for future
changes.
In the government and public affairs arena, change is the constant
factor in every equation. It is that delicate balance ofkeeping current
yet maintaining your focus "just enough ahead of the curve," being
proactive, not defensive in your vision, and having the strength and
fortitude "to get up and back into the fight" even if it's on the "count
of nine," that I believe is key to a successful governmental and public
service career.
My life has been a fascinating one full of challenges and oppor
tunities, full of successes and a few failures, full of optimism and very
little pessimism. As my mother always taught me: "Set your goals
high, and whatever you do, be sure you do your best!" I have many
more mountains to climb and many new challenges to meet, but today
I am deeply honored and most pleased to know that what I have
accomplished thus far will be here at The Strom Thurmond Institute
of Government and Public Affairs. It is important to know that those
who come in future years will be able to interpret and learn from my
experiences.
I applaud Clemson University for having the foresight to establish
this fine Institute in honor of a great American leader, Senator Strom
Thurmond, and I am privileged to be a part of his legacy.
Thank you.
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